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Executive Summary

In a progressive society such as the United States, we usually take problems, such as high divorce
and non-marital childbearing rates, as a cause for action rather than a reason for resignation. Thus, it
should surprise no one that the beginnings of a marriage movement have emerged in the United States
over the last decade. A prominent part of this marriage proto-movement has been a wide array of
educational initiatives. However, to date there has been no formal effort to develop an integrative
conceptual framework of marriage education.

This monograph provides marriage educators with a set of concepts that will help them better
understand their craft and discover unseen possibilities. We offer a map, or framework, depicted in Figure
1, that helps marriage educators think more thoroughly, systematically, and creatively about opportunities
to strengthen marriage. We draw attention to the elements of content, intensity, method, timing, setting,
target, and delivery, and their implications for marriage education. We note that we have much to learn
about marriage education for more disadvantaged individuals and couples who potentially have the most to
benefit from educational initiatives. We point out the value of developing marriage education with greater
specificity in content, timing, and target. We call for more organic intervention that embeds marriage
education in diverse institutional settings with access to couples across the economic spectrum. In the end,
we address the need to take marriage education beyond a valuable helping profession and even an
expanding educational service integrated into the human service professions to a vibrant social movement.

Dimension |: Content—What is taught?

We discuss three sub-dimensions of content: (1) relational skills; (2) knowledge/attitudes; (3)
motivations/virtues. The content of most marriage education is based in some way on the excellent
research over the past 20 years that has illuminated couples’ interactional processes as central to the

maintenance or breakdown of marital relationships. Less attention, however, has gone to basic knowledge
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about the institutional features and benefits of marriage, or to the virtues that sustain healthy marriages,
despite the real possibility that the mental and ethical elements of the marital infrastructure that support
healthy marriages have been eroding for some time. We encourage marriage educators to give these
content areas more attention.

Dimension II: Intensity—What is the proper dosage?

Proper dosage is an important part of any intervention; too little means ineffective treatment but too
much can be costly and limit access. Marriage educators need to think carefully about the intensity needed
for an intervention to achieve its goals. For instance, some have hypothesized that marriage intervention for
disadvantaged, lower-income couples will need to be more intensive than traditional approaches to be
effective. On the other hand, practical concerns suggest the need for some marriage education to be less
intense. Lower-dosage offerings may be needed to attract couples less inclined to seek out marriage
education. This is especially true with preventative education, which targets less distressed couples who
may not sense the immediate need for intervention. We call for a creative and flexible approach to marriage
education that varies the dosage along a continuum of intensity from low to high.

Dimension Ill: Methods—How is it learned?

Teaching processes may be as crucial to educational outcomes as the content itself. We sample
three important method issues for consideration: instructor, learning styles, and maintenance. The provider
of marriage education affects program outcomes. The more instructors are familiar with the particular
issues participants face, the more credibility they will have. They will also be able to adapt and present
curricular content to fit the lived experience of participants more effectively. Curricula differ in how much
emphasis they place on cognitive versus experiential learning. Well-educated individuals and couples, who
are the most likely to seek out marriage education on their own, are accustomed to more cognitive and
didactic approaches. This approach may be less effective for individuals without extensive formal

education; they may prefer more active, experiential learning methods. Given the steady stream of new



stresses that couples face, it is not surprising that the effects of marriage education appear to diminish over
time. We encourage marriage educators to build creative ideas for following up with participants to maintain
educational effects. And as a profession, marriage education needs to stretch the temporal horizon of their
work to think about multiple interventions across the life cycle.

Dimension 1V: Timing--When does it occur?

Marriage educators frequently teach general principles and skills for building and sustaining healthy
marriages that appear to transcend temporal and circumstantial boundaries. But couples actually
experience several different marriages over time. Certainly general principles exist, but there are good
reasons for marriage educators to consider temporal tailoring of their work. Probably the most important
reason for temporal specificity is that it makes curricula more concrete. The more tailored educational
offerings are to the temporal and life circumstances of their students the more likely they are to fit their
perceived needs. By extension, they may also attract more students in the first place. Marriage education
has focused primarily on young, engaged or newly married couples. Reaching back to adolescents and
young adults who are forming attitudes about marriage as well as forward to couples who are in the busy
chauffeuring years and to those whose nests are emptying will reveal rich educational possibilities. Also,
contemporary unions often follow more diverse temporal and developmental paths than in the past.
Cohabitation, divorce, and remarriage introduce greater complexities, but creative marriage educators will
find ways to help these individuals and couples build and sustain healthy marriages.

Dimension V: Setting--Where does it take place?

For at least three reasons it behooves marriage educators to think more concretely about where their
craft takes place. First, there are settings that lend themselves well to particular educational topics (e.g.,
workplace lunchtime seminars on balancing work and marriage; religious firesides on sexual fidelity).
Second, we may easily overlook fruitful venues for marriage education, such as the workplace or

healthcare settings. Finally, the more settings in which effective marriage education occurs, the greater the



proportion of individuals who will be reached. Marriage education needs a more organic approach to
intervention; it needs to weave itself naturally into the systems and sectors of professional work where
opportunities exist to strengthen marriages. We explore possibilities, strengths, and weaknesses for various
settings, including: personal/home, neighborhood/community, religious organizations, education,
healthcare, work/military, mass media, and government/public services.

Dimension VI: Target—Who receives it?

There is a need for marriage education to meet the needs of all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups. The empirical verdict is still out on whether interventions developed primarily for white, middle-class
couples will be as effective for racial, ethnic, and low-income groups. Marriage education, which has
labored for half a century to gain respect among social scientists, may finally gain it by demonstrating the
efficacy of marriage education in service to disadvantaged and minority populations, whom marriage
educators have been slow to reach. The promise of well-designed marriage education for more
disadvantaged groups is substantial, at least theoretically, because stability rates are lower compared to
more advantaged groups. Marriage educators need to direct primary attention to those who can benefit the
most from their efforts. Throughout the article, we suggest ways that marriage education will need to be
modified to serve more disadvantaged groups.

Dimension VII: Delivery—How is it disseminated to the public?

Marriage educators have a lot to consider in relation to the content, intensity, methods, timing,
setting, and target of marriage education. But there is still a crucial dimension left to consider: delivery. This
dimension goes beyond who provides marriage education to whom in what settings and when to address
the broader issue of how marriage education will be disseminated to the public to make a measurable
impact on the institution of marriage. We identify four general approaches to delivering marriage education,
each essential to the overall purpose of strengthening marriages. (1) Specialist Marriage Education.

Specialized marriage educators are helping professionals with a depth and skill that will provide a valuable



opportunity to individuals and couples who seek out marriage education. Specialized education provides
interested individuals and couples with formal, programmatic sessions with significant content breadth and
intensity. (2) Integrated Marriage Education. This approach recognizes that marriage education needs to be
integrated into @ more comprehensive set of human services provided to individuals in multiple settings and
multiple times of the life course. Generally, the more an educational initiative can symbiotically attach itself
to an established setting that already serves couples, the greater its outreach. (3) Citizen Marriage
Initiatives. A third approach to delivering marriage education to the public recognizes that not all effective
educational experiences are managed by professionals. Rather, grass-roots, citizen-led initiatives
responding to a shared, local problem can be an effective way of reaching neighbors and community
members with valuable educational experiences. Moreover, citizen marriage initiatives have the added
bonus of going beyond providing educational opportunities to consumers to inviting those consumers to
enlist in the cause and become producers or supporters of marriage education. An interesting distinction
with this approach is that marriage education is about more than strengthening an isolated marriage; it also
has the purpose of uniting communities and making them better environments to nurture all marriages. (4)
Marriage Culture Seeding. The fourth approach refers to both formal and informal attempts to spur macro-
cultural change. Formal attempts at cultural change include such means as media campaigns. Formal
attempts often generate informal intervention—create a “buzz’—that gets people talking with each other
and acting in small ways that build a momentum of positive cultural change. Cultural currents sweep
individuals along almost imperceptibly toward a destination.

The goal of marriage education is to give individuals and couples the knowledge and skills needed to
build and sustain a healthy marriage. Marriage education has been growing as a field over the last decade.
But if marriage educators hope to reach every one who desires these educational opportunities, and
indeed, if they want to expand the number of people who are interested in marriage education, marriage

education needs to attain the status of a broad, mature social movement.



A Comprehensive Framework for Marriage Education

Nearly all individuals in our society, regardless of their socioeconomic location or cultural
background, place a high value on marriage, both as a personal relationship and as a social institution
(National Marriage Project, 1999; Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, 1998). And a generation of
research documents the general value of healthy marriage to adults, children, and the communities in
which they reside (Ribar, 2003; Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Yet marriage also seems like a fragile
institution; high divorce and non-marital childbearing rates are primary witnesses that testify to this
vulnerability. However, in a progressive, “how-to” society such as the United States, we usually take
problems as a cause for action rather than a reason for resignation. Thus, it should surprise no one that the
beginnings of a marriage movement have emerged in the U.S. over the last decade. Its goal is to improve
child and adult well-being by strengthening marriages for the challenges they face at the beginning of a
new century (Gallagher, 2000).

A critical part of this proto-movement to strengthen marriage has been a wide array of educational
initiatives. Currently, however, there is no map or conceptual framework of marriage education that helps
practitioners and observers see all this work in perspective. This monograph is an attempt to produce a
map, or framework, depicted in Figure 1, of the marriage education world and an initial guidebook for
traveling in it. Our hope is that this framework will provide marriage educators with a set of concepts and
terms that help them better understand and practice their craft. In addition, we hope this framework will help
practitioners discover the un-seen or un-tried educational possibilities within the field which we believe will
be essential to strengthening the institution of marriage. Our goal is to offer a framework that helps
marriage educators think more systematically, thoroughly, and creatively about intervention efforts and
opportunities to strengthen marriage. We draw attention to the curricular dimensions of content, intensity,

method, timing, setting, target, and delivery, and their implications for marriage education. Our discussion



throughout the paper points out the potential value of developing marriage education with greater specificity
in content, timing, and target. It notes that we have much to learn about effective marriage education for
disadvantaged individuals and couples who potentially have the most to benefit from educational initiatives.
And it calls for more organic intervention that embeds marriage education in diverse institutional settings
with access to couples, and that spreads the burden of marriage education beyond those who readily
identify themselves as marriage educators to professionals in other settings who can graft marriage
education into their on-going work. In the end, we address the challenge of taking marriage education
beyond a valuable helping profession and even an expanding educational service integrated into the
everyday work of human service professions to a vibrant social movement capable of sustaining a marriage
renaissance.

Contextualizing Marriage Education: Categories of Intervention

The primary focus of this framework is educational intervention, especially primary, preventative
intervention (Coie, Watt, West, & Hawkins, 1993). Nevertheless, education is only one kind of intervention.
It is helpful to think about other forms of intervention to strengthen marriage in order to place marriage
education in a broader context. Two other forms of intervention are therapy and policy. In this framework, it
is tempting to argue that education is primary intervention, or preventative; that clinical efforts are
secondary intervention, or remedial; and that policy initiatives are supportive intervention, as they attempt
to promote healthy marriages. These distinctions, however, are not pure. Clinicians do individualized
educational intervention, for instance, in the context of premarital counseling, in which couples explore the
strengths and weaknesses they will bring into a marriage. They also occasionally prescribe group
psychoeducation as part of a clinical treatment plan (DeMaria, 2003). Policy interventions can promote
educational opportunities, such as providing vouchers for low-income couples to take a marriage-

preparation seminar, or incenting marriage education for distressed couples for whom divorce is a proximal



possibility. Distinguishing between education as prevention, therapy as remediation, and policy as support
is only valid as a broad generalization.

Clinical. Therapy to help distressed couples overcome serious problems that immediately threaten
their marriages is a critical form of intervention. Recent meta-analytic studies have documented the efficacy
of couple therapy (Bray & Jouriles, 1995). Individual therapy can also help solve problems that may
threaten marriages. Clinical intervention recognizes the reality of acute marital distress and addresses the
need for intensive, personalized, professional assistance. It also recognizes the need for mental health
services to deal with individual problems that inhibit healthy relationships (e.g., addiction, anger). A strong
clinical community is essential to a complete intervention system to sustain healthy marriages.
Nevertheless, it is easy for the drama of clinical intervention to overshadow the equivalent need for more
prosaic, educational intervention. Preventative education may reduce the acute need for clinical services.
Furthermore, couples who have participated in educational interventions may seek clinical help sooner
when challenging problems arise (Stanley, 2001).

Policy. Marriages exist in a social and cultural ecology that support or work against them. Both
directly and indirectly, public policy is crafted to support—or unintentionally weaken—marriage. Because
healthy marriages provide communities and society valuable benefits, marriage is a defensible target of
public policy (Haskins & Sawhill, 2003; Horn, 2003; Ooms, 1998; Parke, 2003). This assertion has been
recognized increasingly over the past five years as several analytic streams have converged. First,
federally funded research has shown that low-income, unmarried couples are usually together at the birth
of their child and often desire marriage, but only a small fraction attains that goal (Bendheim-Thoman
Center for Research on Child Wellbeing, 2002; 2003a; 2003b). In addition, several primary objectives in
welfare reform that passed during the Clinton administration highlighted the need for policy to promote
marriage and stable, two-parent families. Welfare analysts have been exploring the connections between

marriage and economic independence (Ribar, 2003). Scholars and social policy makers have also
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expressed concern that the institution of marriage appears to remain beyond the grasp of many
economically disadvantaged groups (Gallagher, 2004; Horn, 2003) who have lower rates of marital
formation and higher rates of marital dissolution. Reacting to these insights, policy makers are just
beginning to explore ways that government can do a better job of supporting couples’ desires to marry and
create a stable family situation for their children. One part of those efforts is providing educational services
to disadvantaged couples, showing again that intervention categories will overlap.

Legislative action intended to strengthen marriage is one form of policy intervention. For example,
numerous states have considered reforming divorce law to give greater substance to the social pillar of
marital permanence that has been crumbling over the past century. Three states have passed “covenant
marriage” legislation which allows couples to choose a more demanding set of laws to govern the entrance
into and potential exit from marriage (Hawkins et al., 2002). A handful of states have passed legislation that
provides couples with incentives (in the form of reduced fees on the marriage license) to take marriage
preparation classes before marrying. Other states are considering imposing a brief waiting period for
marriage licenses hoping to discourage impulsive marriages which are at much greater risk of divorce. Of
course, it will continue to be important for research to evaluate the efficacy of these and other legislative
interventions. There is potential, we believe, for well designed legislative intervention to impact a large
number of couples in positive ways. Moreover, legislation, because it can impact so many lives, and
because it garners considerable media attention, also has the ability to shift the cultural conversation about
marriage in ways that may better support healthy relationships. (For a more comprehensive report on
government policy to strengthen marriage, see Gardnier et al., 2002; Ooms, Bouchet, & Parke, 2004).

Government policy indirectly impacts marriage in numerous ways, as well, and the total indirect effect
may even exceed the effect of direct efforts to build and sustain healthy marriages. Thus, in the same way
that law makers are required to evaluate the impact of new legislation on environmental goals, it is

important that policy makers wanting to support marriage cast their analytic eyes across a broad set of
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legal and social policies to discern its effects on the institution of marriage (Bogenschneider, 2002). For
instance, public policy is keenly concerned with the human and social capital that undergirds social and
economic well-being, which in turn positively affect marriage. The ability to provide for a family is a critical
foundation for marriage, and policy efforts to promote employment may have positive effects on the ability
to form and sustain marital permanence. Economic and social policy that helps reduce the financial
stresses individuals experience in their everyday lives will support healthy, stable marriages. Educational
attainment also has been consistently correlated with better marital outcomes. Policy is legitimately
concerned about such things as addiction, abuse, mental health problems, and incarceration which
undermine people’s abilities to form and sustain healthy marriages. Some policy analysts (Ooms, 2002a;
Parke, 2003) use the term “marriage-plus” to refer to marriage intervention that explicitly recognizes the
need for policies to increase “marriageability” regardless of couples’ marital status. Public efforts to address
these problems are essential to an agenda to strengthen marriage. Moreover, sometimes policy can
unintentionally provide disincentives for couples who want to marry. For instance, some welfare regulations
economically penalize the choice to marry (Rector, Pardue, & Noyes, 2003). Thus, policy intervention that
eliminates marriage disincentives in sensible ways may be valuable to the overall effort of strengthening
marriage.

Social policy intervention is not limited to government, of course. Important policy in the corporate
world, healthcare, media, and elsewhere can have significant impact on marriage. Workplace policies that
explicitly recognize, respect, and support employees’ family bonds strengthen marriage (Bogenschneider,
2002; Browning, 2003). Similarly, corporations that offer health benefits to as many employees as possible
enhances the economic role of providing, thereby strengthening marriage. Even media policy that, for
instance, limits or constrains the delivery of sexually explicit material may provide an indirect support for
marriage. Clearly, public policy to support couples’ efforts to build and sustain a healthy marriage includes

more than governmental efforts. If educational efforts to strengthen marriage must swim upstream against
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heavy institutional and cultural currents, they will not go as far. Hence, broad levels of public policy

intervention are a needed to compliment clinical and educational intervention to strengthen marriage.

Preliminary Caveats and Comments

The framework we present here centers on educational intervention. Before beginning to elaborate
on the framework, however, a handful of caveats and general comments are in order.

First, we acknowledge our positive bias toward marriage education. Although there is reason for early
optimism (Gallagher, 2004), there is a need for more data to confirm the general efficacy of marriage
education as an intervention tool to help a full range of couples build and sustain healthy marriages. This is
especially true regarding disadvantaged and minority couples. While we wait for those data to accumulate,
we know enough to continue the work marriage educators have begun. We are optimistic that the
cumulative efforts of marriage researchers will eventually yield sufficient evidence of the value of marriage
education. Accordingly, although we will critique shortcomings and gaps, we adopt a positive tone in our
discussion of marriage education.

Second, we use the term marriage education in this framework. Some would argue that the broader
term relationship education would be more appropriate because it more comfortably encompasses
education for couples who are in a relationship, but not married. While there is a role for relationship
education that is independent of any specific relationship status, we employ the term marriage education
for specific reasons. One reason is that we find the term relationship education too reductionistic in the
context of marriage; that is, it suggests that marriage is only about a private, romantic relationship between
two people. But marriage is more in the view of many scholars (Browning, 2003; Nock, 2002; Waite, 2002).
It has institutional features that are potentially an important part of educational curricula. In addition, people
bring attitudes and virtues to marriage that seem to dangle rather unattached to the rubric of relationship

education. Accordingly, we prefer the term marriage education. We use the term marriage education,
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however, with a life course perspective that refers to education that covers many issues of importance to
youth, uncoupled individuals, and unmarried couples in different circumstances.

Furthermore, and third, we employ a broad meaning for the term marriage education rather than limit
the meaning to more formal, programmatic efforts. We draw from the 19t century philosopher Henry
Adams, who wrote that “the profoundest lessons are not the lessons of reason; they are sudden strains that
permanently warp the mind” (Adams, 1918). A correlate of this assertion is that learning that leads to action
may be as likely to come from less formal educational settings as formal ones. Conceivably, “mind-warping”
moments about forming and sustaining healthy marriages could occur across the full range of educational
offerings, from a media campaign's attention-grabbing message on a billboard to a 120-classroom-hours
workshop led by trained facilitators. Insight that leads to positive action is the goal of educational
intervention. Delivering a potent idea that “clicks and sticks” is just as valid as more formal efforts that strive
for full absorption and retention of a whole curriculum. We should be careful about force-fitting insight into
formal educational formats. This is not to diminish the value of programmatic education, but only to enlarge
the potential for less formal and intensive education to help couples gain the skills, knowledge, and virtues
that sustain healthy marriages.

A fourth concern we have is that the framework is easily interpreted as representing distinct, non-
overlapping dimensions and neat separations of categories within the dimensions. Just as the three general
types of interventions just discussed overlap, so do the educational dimensions. The framework uses the
heuristic of a model to guide thinking, but the user will need to exercise caution because the framework
inevitably will suggest more categorical independence and structure in marriage education than actually
exists or would be beneficial.

Finally, we do not emphasize description of current educational efforts in the framework. We provide
some illustrative examples, but we stress possibilities rather than a taxonomy. Marriage educators have

made considerable progress in some areas, but the field is wide open in other areas.
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DIMENSIONS OF MARRIAGE EDUCATION
The first three dimensions in the framework—content, dosage, and methods, located inside the
diamond in Figure 1—are related to core curricular decisions in marriage education. The next three
dimensions in the framework—timing, setting, and target, on the outside of the diamond in Figure 1—are
related to the temporal, physical, and human context of marriage education. The final dimension—delivery,
also on the outside of the diamond in Figure 1—raises the crucial issue of dissemination or outreach.

Dimension |: Content—What is taught?

Formally asking what is taught in marriage education can be beneficial because it can open up
marriage educators to content that has received less attention. Most marriage education programs are
based in some way on the excellent research of psychologists over the past 20 years that has illuminated
couples’ interactional processes, communication patterns, and problem-solving behavior as central in the
breakdown of marital relationships (Gottman & Notarius, 2000; Gottman & Silver, 1994, 1999; Markman,
Stanley, & Blumberg, 2001). Less attention has gone to, for instance, basic knowledge about the
institutional features and benefits of marriage, or to the marital virtues that sustain healthy marriages
(Fowers, 2000), despite the real possibility that these mental and ethical elements of the marital
infrastructure have been eroding over the past generation, like the national power-transmission grid. We
explore three sub-dimensions of marriage education content: (1) skills; (2) knowledge/attitudes; (3)
motivations/virtues.

Skills. Relationship skills have been the primary emphasis of most of what we typically refer to as
marriage education. There is justification for this. As mentioned previously, a generation of research points
to the importance of interactional processes, communication patterns, and problem-solving behaviors that
sustain healthy marriages and that predict marital breakdown when they are lacking (Gottman & Notarius,

2000). Recently, prominent scholars have emphasized that the core of a lasting, healthy marriage is

friendship, and that friendship is developed and nurtured by a set of interactional behaviors (Gottman &
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Silver, 1999). Marriage educators are indebted to a generation of talented researchers who indexed both
the correlates of marital decline and the predictors of marital growth, and whose continuing research will
inform the practice of marriage education. The importance of good interactional skills has increased
because our cultural expectations for marriage have increased. We expect marriage to bring us joy,
companionship, personal growth, parenting partnership, profound meaning, sexual fulfillment, and more,
and we expect it to do so for a long life time. Many believe this is an unrealistic standard. Nevertheless,
expectations about marriage are higher today than in the past, so it comes as no surprise that couples
need better skills to achieve their personal visions of marital success.

Evaluation research provides hope that relationship skills can be learned in an educational setting
and sustained over time (Fagan, Patterson, & Rector, 2002; Stanley et al., 2001; Carroll & Doherty, 2003).
Relationship skills have been and will continue to be a vital domain of marriage education. Nevertheless, as
Wilcox (2002) and Browning (2003) have argued, skills education tends to see marriage within a
therapeutic worldview. This worldview is less attentive to the institutional features of marriage and the
virtues that undergird healthy marriages. These are important to include within the content dimension of the
framework.

Knowledge/ Attitudes. It seems reasonable that relational skills will develop and work best in the

context of a good understanding about marriage and healthy attitudes that foster it. Most programs, even
when they focus primarily on relational skills, still teach participants some basic knowledge about what can
be realistically expected in married life. For example, most programs deal directly with partners’ personal
expectations and how these may contribute to relationship conflict. Many programs discuss common
problems that arise for married couples to make couples aware of potential pot holes that could be better
absorbed or avoided all together. In addition, virtually all programs discuss or strongly imply that sustaining
healthy marriages is an on-going process that requires work. Doherty (2001) argues that we live in a social

context that will pull marriages apart unless couples are intentional about their relationships and protect
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them from neglect and decay. In essence, most marriage education invokes a principle of social entropy;
that is, the natural order of a system is to decay unless energy is put into it to maintain it and to keep it
orderly in the midst of change. And this knowledge or attitude may be gaining increasing importance in a
society with less social regulation and more psychological buy-in to the notion that a pre-destined, magical
soul mate is out there waiting to be found and taken to the alter to crown a perfect relationship (Whitehead
& Popenoe, 2002). Without understanding the principle that relationships require intentional action, even
well learned relationship skills will deteriorate and place a marriage at risk. These are just a few examples
of basic knowledge that is critical to forming and sustaining healthy marriages.

There are other areas of knowledge, however, that appear to be less integrated into current
marriage education curriculum, despite, as we mentioned earlier, the real possibility that the mental and
ethical elements of the marital infrastructure that support healthy marriages have been eroding for a long
time (Bellah et al., 1985; Blankenhorn, 1995; Fowers, 2000; Wilson, 2002). One domain of knowledge that
is usually taken for granted, and thus absent in curricula, is a basic discussion of the institutional and
societal features of marriage (Nock, 2002; Waite, 2002). For instance, what societal purposes does a
strong, stable marriage serve? What are the public responsibilities inherent in this private relationship? With
the roots of marriage education in clinical psychology (DeMaria, 2003) rather than sociology or
anthropology or law, it's not surprising that marriage educators have given scant attention to basic
knowledge and attitudes about the public dimension of marriage. Indeed, a potential criticism of marriage
education is that its lack of attention to the public dimension of marriage reinforces the notion that marriage
is just a private relationship and that the health of one’s marriage has no relation to the public good.
Moreover, in some disadvantaged communities, healthy marriages—or any marriages—are a minimal
feature of the social environment. Some disadvantaged couples have virtually no models of healthy
marriage (Edin & Kefalas, in press), suggesting the value of supplemental curriculum that touches on some

of the most basic elements of healthy marriages.
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Motivation/Virtues. In addition to needed relationship skills and basic knowledge about marriage, the

personal motivations and virtues one brings to marriage are important content domains for marriage
curricula. In general, however, this content domain receives less direct attention from educators. Doherty
argues that we are in danger of handing marriage over to the consumer culture that governs so many other
aspects of our modern, affluent, individualistic lives (Doherty, 2000a). Consumer marriage is weak because
individuals are in it for the personal benefits it can give them today. If a consumer ethic is a dominant
motive in marriage, then even good skills and knowledge may not be enough to keep marriages together.

Commitment is one important motivation that is usually directly addressed in marriage education
curricula. This emphasis is in line with a growing body of research that has found that commitment is a
central feature of healthy, stable marriages (Amato & Rogers, 1999; Stanley, Whitton, & Markman, 2004).
Strengthening commitment in educational settings is an objective of many programs. Other motivations,
however, that individuals bring to marriage which support or undermine its health and stability have
received less attention. Fowers (2000) has critiqued marriage intervention—both clinical and educational—
because of its single-minded dedication to relationship skills as the core of a healthy relationship. Fowers
argues that attention to individual character and the motivations individuals bring to relationships are
fundamental to understanding healthy marriage. Attention to communication technique is helpful but
insufficient, and may not even be primary. He puts character virtues, such as loyalty, generosity, justice,
and courage at the center of healthy marriage. They form the motivational foundation that skills-based
education largely assumes to be in place.

Fowers’ criticism of marriage intervention may be overstated somewhat because some quality
marriage education programs do attend to issues such as loyalty, equitable allocation of domestic labor,
and forgiveness. These programs may not frame the issues as one of character and ethical conduct, but
they address them nonetheless. Still, we think it is useful to distinguish this third domain of motivations and

virtues in marriage education from the other two—knowledge and skills—because it draws greater attention
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to their value in a comprehensive curriculum to promote and sustain healthy marriages. Relationships, in
general, and marriage, especially, are and always have been fundamentally moral endeavors because they
are interconnected with the well-being of others, including spouses, children, and civil society (Doherty,
1996; Doherty & Carroll, 2002). Thus, when educators teach relational skills and knowledge they do so in a
moral domain, not just an instrumental one. Explicit attention to the moral context of marriage curriculum
likely strengthens anything else that is taught (Browning, 2003). Admittedly, it can be challenging to include
explicit attention to character and virtue in some settings, especially in groups that bring together
individuals with diverse backgrounds and experiences. But we suspect that the most effective portrayal of
the moral dimension of marriage is seldom done with flashing, harsh lights; rather, softer, unobtrusive
lighting is probably even more effective in illuminating the ethical and moral principles marriage educators
teach. Addressing the religious and spiritual beliefs that couples hold is another way of naturally inviting the
moral element to be an active component of the curricula.

Dimension |I: Intensity—What is the proper dosage?

Proper dosage is an important part of any intervention; too little means ineffective treatment but too
much can be wasteful or costly. In the pharmaceutical world, dosage is a constant issue in testing,
approving, prescribing, and monitoring drug intervention. In clinical intervention with couples, many
therapists are concerned that managed care policies artificially limit a consideration of proper “dosage,” or
number of sessions needed to intervene effectively. In policy intervention, intensity of intervention is a
critical issue at least because public resources to support policy intervention are scarce and must be
allocated efficiently. However, it seems that marriage educators have given less attention to the issue of
dosage. Coming from its roots in clinical psychology, most marriage education efforts probably lean to the
more intense end of the intervention scale. Moreover, some scholars have expressed concerns that it may
be unethical to conduct educational interventions without including a strong clinical diagnostic procedure

that can identify and treat serious individual pathology (Gottman, 2002), suggesting the need for
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educational interventions to be more, not less intense. Others have hypothesized that marriage intervention
for disadvantaged, low-income couples will need to be intensive to be effective (Dion et al., 2003.
Nevertheless, we believe the question of effective dosage in marriage education is empirically wide open
and in need of much more explicit attention in both practice and evaluation research.

Dosage has practical as well as clinical connotations. If a drug-treatment regimen for a specific health
problem is too complicated, intrusive, or expensive, it will be less effective because patients will make
mistakes or not follow fully the treatment plan or simply will not be able to afford it. This may hold true for
marriage education intervention, as well. Another problem with dosage is that, while education is less
resource intensive than therapy, it is usually targeted at less distressed couples who may not sense the
immediate need for intervention. Indeed, this is one of the biggest problems facing marriage education.
Even if it is beneficial for those who submit themselves to its treatment regimen, it reaches only a small
proportion of the target population. A common response to this problem is to teach educators more
effective marketing. Certainly, marriage educators could stand to learn to be better marketers of their
services. But this does not override the need to explore the question of how much treatment is sufficient to
produce meaningful learning and that will fall within the resource budgets of a substantial proportion of
target “customers.”

In short, we are trying to set the stage for a more critical, creative, and flexible approach to marriage
education that varies the dosage along a continuum of intensity. More comprehensive, intensive
educational programs will always be a staple of marriage education. Even these staple programs, however,
may be sensitive to the dosage issue. Already, several, established marriage programs have confronted
the need to become more efficient, modifying their curricula to fit into fewer sessions or distilling the most
valuable skills and ideas into a more condensed form. We believe the practice of marriage education needs
to address the dosage issue more directly. And intervention researchers regularly need to include dosage

as a design feature in their studies. It may be that lower-dosage interventions—especially if they are
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repeated across the marital life cycle—uwill yield better, long-term results—and reach more people—than
one-time, intensive educational interventions.

Low-level. The field of public health is instructive as we think about intervention intensity. Public
health practitioners strive to increase the general health of the population. They do so with educational
interventions at many different levels of intensity. They provide intensive educational programs to help
motivated individuals facing an immediate problem. But also included in public health efforts to promote
healthy living are lower levels of intervention. Public awareness campaigns and public service
announcements are cleverly marshaled to teach a basic, helpful strategy to reduce disease or promote
well-being. Brief, readable brochures are placed in strategic spots in communities for consumers to read at
their leisure. As part of a more comprehensive, population-level intervention plan to address the problem of
marital health in our society, marriage educators need to explore the potential of lower-level interventions.

There are some noteworthy efforts beginning to emerge in the area of low-intensity interventions
aimed at strengthening marriages. For instance, the organization First Things First
(http://www firstthings.org) of Chattanooga, Tennessee, as part of their community-wide marriage initiative,
has used creative, low-level messages in the media and on billboards to teach some basic principles of
healthy marriages and to invite further, formal education. They have also produced a pamphlet for wide
distribution to young people about popular misconceptions about cohabitation: “What you need to know
about living together.” Similarly, the National Marriage Project (http://marriage.rutgers.edu) has produced a
short pamphlet, “Ten Things Teens Should Know about Marriage,” that challenges some contemporary,
harmful myths about marriage, and gives concrete suggestions of things young adults can do to maximize
their chances for a lasting, loving marriage. The impact of these brochures, of course, depends first on their
wide circulation. The potential of these kinds of efforts to promote and sustain healthy marriages is, to date,

uninvestigated. However, we believe that the documented successes with low-level public health
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campaigns (Hornik, 2002), such as smoking cessation (Glantz & Goldman, 1998), could be replicated in the
marriage education arena.

Low-level interventions are likely to be most effective when communicating specific ideas, principles,
or skills, or when addressing a specific problem. Low-level educational interventions need to find creative
ways to address issues that attract people’s attention. Marriage educators commonly have professional
training in the human behavioral sciences and are trained in a traditional services-provider framework that
assumes clients will come to them rather than they go to wherever their clients are (Doherty & Carroll,
2002). Public health educators are more likely to have the experience needed to be effective with low-level
interventions, and will need to be recruited to assist with these efforts.

Moderate-level. Providing specific cut-offs that distinguish low-level from moderate-level interventions
may be impossible. Intervention dosage is likely a more fluid, or "natural concept" (Hegelson, et al., 1987),
in which the boundaries that distinguish categories are relatively fuzzy (Rosch et al., 1976). Hence,
categories are more continuous than discrete. We provide, however, some examples of moderate-dosage
efforts, as well as some elements that tend to produce higher dosages. For instance, a one-day marriage-
enhancement seminar does not demand the on-going time of a programmatic workshop but accommodates
more content than low-level efforts. Also, flexible, self-guided interventions may fit well here. “Empowering
Couples” (Olson & Olson, 2000) is a book based on the well known “PREPARE/ENRICH” program, and
provides individuals who do not want to invest the time and money in formal classroom education a way to
learn the material on their own. Larson's (2003) "The Great Marriage Tune-Up Book" shows promise as a
self-guided intervention. And a pilot study of the flexible, self-guided "Couple CARE program in Australia
(Halford et al., in press, 2004) provides evidence that these kinds of interventions can strengthen couple
relationships. With the widespread availability of the Internet, web-based “programs” that capitalize on
flexibility and self-guided participation may also fit in a category of modest-level education. For example,

Utah State Family Extension Service has built a web-based, marriage preparation course, “Saying ‘l Do’:
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Consider the Possibilities,” [www.utahmarriage.org]. Moderate-dosage interventions may be especially well
suited to primary, preventative intervention that can attract individuals and couples who are not
experiencing serious relationship problems and thus may lack immediate motivation for extensive program
participation. A modest dosage is also more likely to fit into some settings better. Educational programs run
through work or healthcare organizations whose primary missions lie elsewhere may match up well with
moderate-dosage interventions.

The amount of information dispensed and time required to consume material are probably not the
only criteria delineating a moderate-level intervention. Dishion (2003) has shown how shorter, less
intensive interventions for parents of adolescents can attract more participants and still be effective.
Financial cost to participants also will likely be modest at this level of marriage education. We can envision
exceptions to this general rule, but again, it is important that many interventions be affordable to a large
proportion of individuals and couples. More disadvantaged couples who otherwise would value participating
in programs may not be able to do so unless low-cost or subsidized options are available. And remember
that for many couples program participation will involve ancillary costs, such as a child care, transportation,
and recommended program materials. Marriage educators should actively seek outside funding support for
their programs to provide vouchers or scholarships for disadvantaged families.

Another relevant criterion that may delineate moderate-level marriage education is the amount of
professional training required of intervention facilitators. Some scholars have implied that graduate-level,
clinical training is essential for educators so that participants with serious problems can be diagnosed and
recommended for further, personalized intervention (Gottman, 2002). We would argue, however, that
moderate-level intervention try to avoid as much as possible this requirement because the more stringent
the “licensing” requirements for instructors, the fewer educators there will be, which rations the amount of
the service available and increases cost for clients. And at least one marriage educator-therapist-scholar

has suggested that educators who are also therapists can bring clinical baggage as well as insight with
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them into the educational setting that may diminish their effectiveness (Stahmann, 2000). Moreover, as
Stanley and his colleagues (2001) have shown in their research with the PREP program, lay practitioners
can be very effective in part because they are well connected to the participants.

Moderate-dosage intervention should also be identified, we would argue, by some restrictions on the
psychic “costs” required of participants. This observation is connected to Doherty’s (1995) levels-of-
intervention framework. Levels 4 and 5 in his model involve participants delving into highly personal issues
that can be psychologically difficult, either in a group counseling setting or individual therapy. While
recognizing that even modest educational interventions can evoke unpredicted, psychological responses in
some individuals, they nevertheless should be designed with caution to minimize these responses, and
should inform participants of available services for those who desire further help. There are good reasons,
we believe, for marriage education to offer a range of services that steer clear of psychic landmines. First,
having to tread through dangerous mind fields undoubtedly will scare many potential participants away from
participating in what could otherwise be a valuable educational experience. A second, related reason is that
psychologically intensive interventions are probably less inviting to men, who already are more suspicious
of the value of relationship education, and who are more uncomfortable with public disclosure of their
personal and emotional lives. Similarly, some work suggests that disadvantaged, lower-income couples are
less comfortable with self-disclosure of the intimate and emotional aspects of their lives (Dion et al., 2003),
which is a common pedagogical process in more intensive interventions.

A final criterion relevant to delineating moderate-level intervention may be the scope of the
curriculum. Some moderate interventions may try to condense a wide array of topics into “nuggets of truth.”
But there is also a need for marriage education that focuses on just one or two topics. For instance,
personal financial debt is a rising, serious problem impacting marital quality and stability. Even good
communication and problem-solving skills may fray in the face of mounting financial stress. Similarly, such

contemporary issues as preventing indulgence in Internet pornography and virtual affairs may be difficult to
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cover adequately as just one of many topics embedded in a seminar. Interventions aimed at couples with a
unique circumstance such as couples who spend considerable time apart due to employment travel or
couples who are caring for an elderly parent may be useful as well. Half-day seminars or other formats
focused on specific problems would fill an important niche in a comprehensive ecosystem of marriage
education offerings. They may also be better attended because they are more likely to hit a concrete
problem that many couples can label and may be worrying about in the present moment.

High-level. Educational offerings with a high-level dosage will also be crucial to a comprehensive
marriage education strategy. Higher levels of marriage education may allow for in-depth exploration of a
fuller range of topics. It is also may allow for individuals and couples to explore personal issues at deeper
levels with trained facilitators. A hard and fast delineation of what constitutes a high dosage of marriage
education will be somewhat arbitrary. Some relevant factors would include whether participation requires
an on-going commitment of significant time, a financial cost that requires budgeting, the depth of personal,
psychological exploration, and the amount of professional training required of program leaders. Again,
some suggested examples may help to clarify. For instance, the “PAIRS” program (DeMaria & Hannah, in
press) requires of participants a commitment of 120 classroom hours and a significant tuition. “Becoming
Parents” is a marriage and parenting curriculum adapted from the PREP model targeted specifically to
couples going through the transition to parenthood (Jordan, Stanley, & Markman, 1999). The time
commitment is considerably less than PAIRS but still more than minor—27 classroom hours plus some
“homework’—that probably crosses a resource threshold that feels like “a lot” for most couples. Moreover,
the intervention involves extensive coaching of communication and problem-solving skills by licensed
instructors who must go through an extensive (and moderately costly) two-day training workshop.
Accordingly, we would place this program in the high-dosage category.

Some marriage educators designing interventions explicitly for disadvantaged, lower-income couples

have included “family coordinators” to supplement and enhance educators’ efforts. The role of these
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individuals would be to support program participants by offering encouragement, helping them to meet
logistical needs for program involvement, detecting problems that increase family stress (e.g., employment
skills, substance abuse), and linking participants to helpful services. In effect, these coordinators work to
minimize problems that diminish the potential of the intervention to strengthen couple relationships. While
this approach adds to the intensity of the intervention requires additional resources to implement, it likely
increases the power of the intervention.

Dimension IlI: Methods—How should it be taught?

Regardless of the content and dosage of marriage education offerings, critical decisions need to be
made about how the content will be presented and learned. The process of learning is as crucial to positive
outcomes as the content. Although our list is not exhaustive, we highlight three important method issues for
marriage educators to consider: instructor, learning styles, and maintenance. Our comments on these
method issues generally assume more traditional formats for marriage education.

Instructor. Just as important as who receives marriage education is who provides it. The more
instructors are familiar with the particular issues participant individuals and couples face, the more
credibility they will have. They will also be able to adapt and present curricular content to fit the lived
experience of participants more effectively. For instance, disadvantaged, African American couples face
daunting challenges to forming and sustaining marriages. Instructors who has “been there” and
understands these complex barriers may be as important to the success of the program as its content.
Hispanics now constitute the largest minority population in the United States. Unless marriage educators
can tailor instruction and program materials in culturally sensitive ways, they will struggle to help an
important population who experience serious stresses to their relationships. Gender can also be an
important issue. Men, who generally are less enthusiastic about marriage education, at least to begin with,
may be more responsive to the content of a program if delivered by a male-female team of co-instructors

rather than just a female instructor. Similarly, a group of couples united by a particular faith may be served
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best by an educator who can communicate content within the culture and the language of their religious
beliefs and practices.

In short, messages are enhanced or inhibited by messengers. If the general principle is that the more
connected instructors are to their students the better the educational outcome is likely to be, then this
suggests the need to recruit and train a more diverse corps of marriage educators in graduate programs in
the behavioral sciences. A complimentary strategy would be to train existing front-line personnel in many
different settings to deliver marriage education, including religious leaders, childbirth educators, and social
workers, among others. Marriage educators to date have probably been most successful at working with
religious leaders to offer marriage programs to their congregations, some of which serve lower-income and
minority couples. People who simply have a passion for marriage education and are connected to the lived
experiences of their students may be more important to the quality of the education than the advanced
educational training of the instructor.

Learning Styles. Educational curricula differ in how much emphasis they place on cognitive versus
experiential learning. Most marriage education programs include a variety of methods tailored to diverse
learning styles such as didactic presentation of information, showing examples of a principle being taught
(i.e., in a video), interactive discussion, role playing, and practicing new skills. The balance of methods
requires careful consideration, however, including taking into account the needs and preferences of
participants. Well-educated individuals and couples, who are the most likely to seek out marriage education
on their own, are accustomed to more cognitive and didactic approaches. This approach may be less
effective for individuals without extensive formal education; they may prefer more active, experiential
learning methods. Similarly, some individuals from some cultures may be uncomfortable with public
disclosure of personal lives and emotions, a method marriage educators commonly rely on to normalize
issues and increase perspective. For others, however, externalizing their thoughts and emotions is a

primary conduit for effective learning. Unfortunately, no iron rules exist for making these decisions. But one
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guiding principle is that these decision should be made by people who are well connected to typical
participants and have a great deal of experience with them in educational settings, reprising the earlier
point about the need for culturally sensitive instructors.

As sensitive and experienced educators tailor program methods to fit better the differing learning
styles of distinctive groups, some marriage educators may become concerned about fidelity to tried-and-
true programs. Fidelity is a legitimate issue; many program designers have thought hard about their
interventions and refined content and method over time. Marriage educators often receive substantial
training from program developers before being certified to teach in order to maintain fidelity to the program.
However, we argue that fidelity needs to be measured with broader strokes. As program methods are
altered to fit specific audiences, fidelity can be assessed with questions such as: Are the program goals
and objectives congruent despite divergent teaching techniques? Are the essential, underlying principles
clearl